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The concept of the socially responsible firm, or good corporate citizen is finding a larger and more receptive audience in both the developing and developed world.  But analysis of the importance of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in Latin America has generally been based on individual business case studies, and part of “promotional” efforts of various actors with a vested interest in supporting the CSR agenda.  This article intends to investigate the adoption and promotion of CSR in Latin America from a comparative perspective, thus shedding light on the motives, actors, and political interests behind this phenomenon.

HOW IMPORTANT IS CSR IN THE AMERICAS?
One question that is rarely asked, and even less frequently answered is, “how important are corporate social responsibility (CSR) principles in the Americas?”  In order to try and answer it, La Fundación Canadiense para las Américas (FOCAL) extended a 2002 study by Susan Aaranson and James Reeves, published by the National Policy Association (2002), to Latin America.  Aaronson and Reeves assessed the “levels of activity” of CSR in North America and selected European countries according to three axes: the private sector; involvement of government; and public awareness.

In a variation on this approach, selected countries of the Americas were compared along the same categories.  This comparison was based on “levels of activity” apparent through Internet searches, and by using a number of indicators in each category, sought to paint a “picture” of the state of the art of CSR in Latin America, and in comparison to Canada.

An Internet search for “CSR and Canada” yielded 917 “hits.”  An analysis of the first 50 hits revealed significant CSR activity in most categories.  In the private sector there were firms with CSR codes, independent organizations funded by business promoting CSR as well as activities by industry associations (due to the similar activities of these business and industry NGOs they will be labeled in this paper as “B/INGOs”).  The government commitment was also deep, with 5 different federal departments cited in the first 50 hits: the Canadian International Development Agency, Department of Foreign Affairs, Export Development Canada; Industry Canada; and Agriculture Canada.  Public awareness was also significant with media citations, NGO activities, and educational programming.

So how does the rest of the Americas compare?

In general we can say that there is a huge gap between the most developed countries of the Americas (Canada and the US) and the rest of the region.  As deep as this gap is, a similar gap exists between the most advanced developing countries of the region and the rest.  Overall, it is possible to say that there are four different levels of CSR activity in the Americas, in declining order of activity:

· Running (Canada and US);

· Catching-up (most developed Latin American countries, such as Argentina, Chile and Mexico);

· Walking (rest of South America), and;

· Stalled (Central America and the Caribbean).

In the most industrialized of the Latin American economies, Argentina, Chile, Mexico, (Brazil and Uruguay could probably be included in this list, but were not examined in the study) we see some important CSR activity.  It is worth emphasizing the huge drop that occurs when this level is compared to that of Canada.  For example while Canada generated 917 search “hits”, it was 140 in Argentina, 105 in Chile, and 63 in Mexico.  This constitutes a seven to fourteen-fold drop over the Canadian level.

In these countries there is significant private sector CSR activity – including by private companies, but of special importance are industry associations and independent organizations or clubs of business professionals (B/INGOs).  We also see a relatively vibrant public awareness – as reflected by media citations (often in business magazines), NGO participation, and university programming.  There is one important distinction between Mexico and the others – that is the importance of business school programmes in the public awareness category.  It may be hypothesized that this is due to Mexico’s deeper integration into North American business practices and business training norms as a result of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).  These countries also have National Contact Points (NCPs) charged with promoting the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, and in Mexico in particular, there are a number of different government bureaucracies and programmes promoting CSR (mostly within development and planning ministries).

When compared to the rest of South America (Bolivia, Colombia, Paraguay, Peru, Venezuela), there is another enormous drop in overall CSR activity.  Search “hits” fell to the range of 7-21, with Colombia scoring the highest at 21.  In these countries we see low private sector participation, and low government involvement.  However, within the “government promotion” indicators, we see increasing involvement of multilateral organizations, especially the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), which has been promoting the Global Compact in the region.  Public awareness is still important, but is largely confined to some NGOs working on promoting CSR and the existence of some university or college programmes that include courses or sections of courses on CSR.

In Central America and the Caribbean (Cuba, Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Trinidad, Costa Rica and Nicaragua) we see very low levels of CSR activity reflected on the Internet – just 1 or 2 search “hits.”  This is somewhat surprising considering the relatively high-income levels of these countries (at least in the Caribbean) and the numerous foreign firms that cater to Northern consumers in the tourism industry.  Here there is minimal government involvement (sometimes with foreign governments such as the ENACT environment programme in Jamaica sponsored by the Canadian government).  Private sector involvement was only apparent in Trinidad and Costa Rica thanks to the work of industry associations.  It is worth noting that the level of activity may have been higher had El Salvador and Panama been included in the sample, both of which have B/INGOs working to promote CSR.

	Table 2: Corporate Citizenship in the Americas

Levels of Activity in Selected Countries

	

	Country
	Private Sector Participation
	Government Advocacy & Promotion
	General Public Aw areness

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Caribbean
	 

	Cuba
	None
	None
	None-Low

	Dominican Republic
	None
	None
	None-Low

	Jamaica
	None
	None-Low
	None

	Trinidad & Tobago
	None-Low
	None-Low
	None

	Central America
	 

	Costa Rica
	None-Low
	None
	None-Low

	Nicaragua
	None
	None
	None-Low

	North America
	 
	 
	 

	Canada
	Medium-High*
	High*
	Medium*

	Mexico
	Medium
	Medium
	Low-Medium

	United States
	Medium*
	Low-Medium*
	Low-Medium*

	South America
	 

	Argentina
	Low-Medium
	None-Low
	Medium

	Bolivia
	None-Low
	None
	None-Low

	Chile
	Medium
	Low
	Medium

	Colombia
	None-Low
	None-Low
	Low

	Paraguay
	None-Low
	None-Low
	None-Low

	Peru
	None
	None
	Low

	Venezuela
	None
	None-Low
	None-Low

	 


Source: compiled by author as result of Internet research conducted in October 2003, based on methodology used by Aaronson and Reeves, 2002.

Note: * classification according to Aaronson and Reeves.

In this respect, 3 overall trends can be identified in the Americas:

· Private sector activity is relatively weak, and much of the work being done to promote CSR is conducted by industry associations or independent business and professional associations (B/INGOs).

· Government involvement and promotion is also relatively weak and not integrated into the whole of government policy (less so in the more advanced economies with NCPs).  The role of international organizations such as the UNDP is particularly interesting as it has been active in signing up companies to the UN Global Compact in Argentina, Chile, Colombia and Venezuela.

· Public awareness across the region leads the other categories.  Media coverage is fairly widespread (especially in business reviews) in the more industrialized economies.  CSR courses or units are included into business school programming (probably reflecting the North Americanization of business schools across the hemisphere – a phenomenon which is particularly strong in Mexico).  Independent NGOs working to advance the CSR agenda also exist, but are less numerous and active than business-friendly B/INGOs.

THE CSR SYSTEM

Although corporate social responsibility is often portrayed as a voluntary initiative of business acting alone to be good corporate citizens, the reality is that the private businesses that choose to adopt and implement CSR codes are in the centre of a system of pressures, incentives, and advocacy that involves many other actors.  This is particularly true in Latin America and the Caribbean, where pressures and incentives often originate from outside the country in which the firm has its operations.

The set of actors playing a role within the “CSR System” of promotion and advocacy include domestic actors such as the firm, the state, local business and industry CSOs (labelled B/INGOs), local independent NGOs, academic institutions, and organized labour; as well as foreign actors such as the foreign firms to which the local firm is linked (through sales, contracts, inputs, or ownership), foreign governments, private foundations from developed countries, international NGOs, and multilateral organizations.

Within the CSR system, there are some relationships that should be emphasized as being particularly important.  The three-way relationship between the firm, state and business-industry NGOs (B/INGOs) is at the core of the seriousness with which CSR policies are adopted by firms.  But, this three-way relationship is potentially powerfully influenced from outside the country.  On the one hand, the state is tied into international agreements, and in cases where the state is an actual (as is the case with Mexico) or aspiring member of the OECD (as is the case with Argentina, Brazil and Chile), it will take on obligations to promote the OECD’s Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises through the formation of a National Contact Point within its own bureaucracy.  B/INGOs are also powerful mediators of outside influence, to the extent that their corporate social responsibility promotion programmes are often funded by private foundations (mostly located abroad) or through funding arrangements with bilateral donor countries or multilateral organizations such as the Inter-American Development Bank.

Firms themselves may also be influenced by the ties they have with foreign multinational enterprises – in the case of subsidiaries, they are often expected to follow the lead of the corporate head office.  However, even when local firms have a more arm’s length relationships with foreign multinationals (as subcontractors or through technology licencing agreements) the corporate social responsibility codes of the foreign MNEs may extend to supply chains, and therefore require that local partners meet certain CSR requirements.  International NGOs can also play an important role by pressuring MNEs in the home country (through consumer or share-holder oriented “name-and-shame campaigns”) and through technical and financial support to local NGOs trying to win concessions from the local subsidiaries of multinational enterprises.

The point that distinguishes the way the CSR System works in Latin America from the developed countries, is the influence of international actors on the national system – particularly private foundations, multilateral development agencies, the head offices of multinational enterprises, and international NGOs.

GOVERNMENT AND MULTILATERAL ADVOCACY:

PUSHING THE ENVELOPE (OR IS IT THE CHEQUE?)

Institutionally, there are big league players at the national, regional and multilateral levels behind the promotion of CSR in Latin America.  At the national level, the OECD countries of the hemisphere (Canada, Mexico and the United States) as well as aspiring club members Argentina, Brazil, and Chile, have undertaken a commitment to create National Contact Points (NCPs) charged with promoting nationally the OECD’s Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises – the organization’s key instrument defining the responsibilities of the good corporate citizen.  At the regional level, the Summit of the Americas process lends its weight to the promotion of CSR by identifying it as a “priority” in the Québec Summit Plan of Action, and for which the OAS and IDB are implementing entities.  At the multilateral level, the World Bank and United Nations also work to promote CSR with the latter organization mostly devoted to publicizing the Secretary General’s Global Compact.

The OECD and National Contact Points

The OECD National Contact Points (NCPs) are an important national institutional anchor for the promotion of corporate social responsibility in the hemisphere.   OECD Member-states, through the NCP, have committed to promote the voluntary adoption of the Guidelines by national companies.

National Contact Points, although perhaps the key institutional buttress behind CSR promotion, remain relatively isolated within government bureaucracies, with little manpower and few resources for outreach, dialogue with corporations, and promotion.  NCPs engaged in promotional activities such as organizing conferences (Chile), publishing new promotional material (Canada and Mexico), working with NGOs (Chile), organizing information sessions and links with government departments (Canada and United States), and clarified their procedures for addressing complaints (known as “specific instances”).  The number of “specific instances” received by the NCPs of the Americas since 2000 reveals the relatively low profile of the office with none of the Latin American NCPs reporting more than one specific instance in a three-year period (OECD, 2003 Annual Meeting: 9).  Even in the more developed countries such as Canada and the United States, the Guidelines are “promoted” by export financing agencies, but meeting these standards is not required prior to receiving government funds (OECD, 2003 Annual Meeting, 6-7).

But information by or about the work of the NCPs in the Americas is difficult  to find.  The OECD does not provide easily-accessed contact or website information for its network of NCPs.  The website of the US NCP provided little information about its activities, and only the Canadian NCP made its Annual Report public.  Websites for the Latin American NCPs could not be found.

The Inter-American System: Role of the OAS and IDB

The centrepiece of the multilateral effort to promote corporate social responsibility in the Americas was the Americas Conference on Corporate Social Responsibility.  The conference represented the fulfillment of a pledge made in the 2001 Québec Summit of the Americas Plan of Action to:

· Continue to analyze corporate social responsibility through the OAS and encourage civil society input in the process; and

· Convene a meeting with representatives of government, business and civil society with the purpose of promoting the development and implementation of corporate social responsibility (Quebec Summit Action Plan, 2001: 16).

While the first CSR conference in Miami took place under the auspices of the OAS and with the support of the Canadian government, the second, held in Panama City in October 2003, was organized by the other implementing agency of the Summit, the Inter-American Development Bank.  The Panama conference, was explicitly concerned with making the “business case” for CSR (CSR as a tool for competitiveness)– convincing business that CSR is profitable.

The OAS worked to fulfil its Summit mandate on CSR by supporting the 1st Annual Americas Conference on CSR in Miami, but also through the work of the Inter-American Agency for Cooperation and Development (IACD) and its subsidiary non-profit agency, the Trust for the Americas.  IACD prepared a programme to promote CSR in the hemisphere with a number of regional and national CSOs working on the subject – which was submitted for funding to the Multilateral Investment Fund of the IDB.  The Trust has also created promotional materials, organized conferences and trained journalists in combating corruption, as well as worked to form public-private sector partnerships in Colombia and Mexico, which encourage businesses to contribute to solving social problems (OAS, April 2003).
The IDB, as one of the implementing agencies of the Summit of the Americas, has also begun to show some interest in the promotion of corporate social responsibility.  It was a cosponsor of the 2002 Miami Americas Conference, and organized the successive meeting in the series in Panama City in 2003.  The activities of the IDB in promotion of CSR fall into the broad categories of its efforts in Private Sector Development, and it has commissioned research papers on the state of CSR in the hemisphere.  Between 1994 and 2003, the Multilateral Investment Fund (MIF), of the IDB, intended to fund innovative private sector projects, funded 10 small projects under the category “sustainable markets and CSR.”  Only two of those projects, however, both approved in 2003, can be identified as exclusively targeted at promoting CSR – both are located in Chile, one with the regional CSR network coordinator Acción Empresarial, and the other with the Catholic University of Valparaiso.  The other projects in this MIF category are really about the development of sustainable small businesses rather than CSR itself (IDB, 2003).

Global Governance and CSR: The World Bank and the United Nations

The World Bank has, through the World Bank Institute, created a set of learning materials and an interactive web forum, which serves as an information clearinghouse for those interested in learning about CSR or adopting CSR practices within their companies.

Likewise the United Nations, particularly the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and UN Volunteers have been active in Latin America promoting the Secretary General’s Global Compact – a list of CSR-style commitments to which corporations can a adhere.  The Global Compact has been described as an attempt by the Secretary General’s office to provide a set of ready-to-wear universal values upon which world business could be conducted.  The code aims to better “embed” business in society, and “serve as a framework of reference and dialogue to stimulate best practices and to bring about convergence in corporate practices around universally shared values” (Kell and Ruggie, 1999: 104).  The Global Compact, despite the media frenzy surrounding the initiative, has only had a limited success to this point.

The interest of the multilateral organizations in Latin Americas, has thus worked to establish an institutional buttress for the promotion of corporate social responsibility in the region.  The OECD’s National Contact Points, and the Summit of the Americas Action Plan commitments are the clearest evidence of this support.  The financing available from the IDB has also had the effect of strengthening civil society organizations promoting CSR among business leaders.  The external impulse of these organizations has been fundamental to CSR promotion in the region.

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS AND EXTERNAL FUNDING

There is a great diversity of civil society organizations that work to promote corporate social responsibility in the Americas, organizations inspired by religious values such as the Foro Ecuménico Social from Argentina and the Unión Social de Empresarios de Mexico (USEM); academic centres such as IDEA - Instituto por el Desarrollo Empresarial de la Argentina, and Iniciativa en Emprendimientos Sociales at the Universidad de Los Andes in Colombia; B/INGOs such as FUNDEMAS - Fundación Empresarial para la Acción Social, and Perú 2021; B/INGO networks like Forum EMPRESA based in Chile; membership-funded private sector organizations such as Desarrollo de la Responsabilidad Social Empresaria of Uruguay; philanthropic foundations like Fundación Esquel of Ecuador; and even independent NGOs like Red Puentes RSE based in Mexico.

These Latin American civil society organizations do many of the same things that their CSO counterparts do in the developed countries do in terms of CSR promotion.  These include:

1. Promoting the “business case” for CSR, and conduct industry surveys;

2. Publishing “how to” guides to integrate CSR into business planning;

3. Promoting “best practices” through prizes for good corporate citizenship, certifying firms as CSR compliant, and publishing newsletters;

4. Building networks of CSOs working on CSR;

5. Holding and attending conferences and workshops.

All CSOs are not equal of course – and all CSOs do not share the same “objective interests.”  It is important to underline the potential differences between NGOs that are independent from business, and B/INGOs, which are distinct for reasons of origin, corporate membership, and purpose.  The former, besides promoting the adoption of rigorous and demanding CSR codes, are more likely to engage business in a watchdog capacity.  The latter, more likely to promote and publicize CSR as being in the best interest of business.  Besides the “business case” for CSR, the “business interest” or quid pro quo of CSR should not be forgotten – “voluntary” community benefits to forestall obligatory regulation by the state.

But the truly independent CSOs working on CSR in the Americas are few and far between – the majority are B/INGOs, the handful of independent NGOs are mostly funded by private foundations and multilaterals. Just as the multilateral organizations of regional and global governance have worked to establish an institutional buttress for CSR in the hemisphere, so have these same organizations, together with foreign foundations, contributed to the development of a civil society that promotes and advocates for corporate social responsibility.  To a large extent this is a “sympathetic civil society” rather than a combative one.

It is important, therefore, to consider the extent to which external support is important to advancing the CSR agenda.  Many of these CSOs receive funds from funding organizations such as the Inter-American Development Bank, Kellogg Foundation, Inter-American Foundation; multilateral and national development agencies.  This raises the question of “whose agenda is the CSR agenda?”  Is it home-grown or imported from abroad?   Would the debate around the appropriateness of CSR for Latin America be more combative (or even exist) if it were home-grown?  Funding agencies have an important ability to set the agenda that must be recognized.  Like CSOs everywhere in the world, if Latin American CSOs know that there is money to promote CSR, they will create programmes to access it.

	Table 5: Selected CSOs Promoting CSR in Latin America

	Country
	Name
	Type
	Funders

	 
	 
	 
	 

	Argentina
	IDEA - Instituto por el Desarrollo Empresarial de la Argentina
	Academic
	Self-sustaining

	Argentina
	Foro Ecuménico Social
	Religious
	Private Sector

	Argentina
	Alianzas
	Academic
	Avina Foundation

	Argentina
	El Centro Para La Responsabilidad Social
	B/INGO
	Private Foundation

	Argentina
	Instituto Argentina de Responsabilidad Social Empresaria (IARSE)
	B/INGO
	W.K. Kellogg Foundation; Avina Foundation; PNUD; Private Sector

	Argentina
	Grupo de Fundaciones Argentina
	Foundation Network
	W.K Kellogg Foundation; Various Argentine Corporate Foundations

	Brazil
	Instituto Ethos
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Brazil
	Grupo de Institutos Fundaçôes e Empresas (GIFE)
	B/INGO
	Avina Foundation; Ford Foundation

	Chile
	Acción Empresarial
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Chile
	Forum EMPRESA
	B/INGO Network
	Hewlett Foundation; W.K. Kellog Foundation; Ford Foundation; Private Sector

	Chile
	Plaza Nueva - Fundación PROHumana
	NGO
	Avina Foundation; Ford Foundation; W.K. Kellog Foundation; UNDP; UN Volunteers

	Chile
	Vincular, National Catholic University of Valparaíso
	Academic – Private Sector
	IDB (Multilateral Investment Fund); Government of Chile

	Colombia
	Iniciativa en Emprendimientos Sociales, Universidad de Los Andes
	Academic
	Harvard University; Avina Foundation

	Dominican Republic
	Alianza ONG
	NGO
	InterAmerican Foundation; Consejo Nacional de Empresa Privada (CONEP); IDB

	Ecuador
	Fundación Esquel
	Foundation
	Private Sector

	El Salvador
	FUNDEMAS - Fundación Empresarial para la Acción Social
	B/INGO
	W.K Kellogg Foundation; UNCTAD; IDB (Multilateral Investment Fund); CEFIEM (Centro de Filantropía Empresarial - El Salvador);

	Guatemala
	Centro para la Acción de la Responsabilidad Social Empresarial en Guatemala (CentraRSE) 
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Honduras
	Foundation for Corporate Social Responsibility of Honduras (FUNDAHRSE)
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Mexico
	CEMEFI - Centro Mexicano para la Filantropia
	Foundation Network
	Private Foundations

	Mexico
	Union Social de Empresarios de Mexico (USEM)
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Mexico
	Red Puentes RSE
	NGO
	NOVIB (Dutch Development Agency); Ford Foundation

	Panama
	Centro Empresarial de Inversión Social (CEDIS)
	B/INGO
	W.K. Kellogg Foundation

	Peru
	Perú 2021
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Regional-OAS
	IACD - Inter-American Agency for Cooperation and Development
	Multilateral
	Multilateral

	Uruguay
	Desarrollo de la Responsabilidad Social Empresaria
	B/INGO
	Private Sector

	Venezuela
	United Nations Venezuela
	Multilateral
	Multilateral

	 
	 
	 
	 


Source: compiled by author.

However, it would be an exaggeration to argue that the interest in CSR in Latin America is solely externally generated.  Consumer demand for good corporate citizenship, though weak, exists.  According to a 2001 Environics survey, Mexico has similar levels of “public CSR demand” to Canada and the United States.

CSOs, in their considerable diversity, are key actors in the promotion of CSR in the Americas.  That much of the impulse behind this growth of interest in corporate social responsibility is likely the result of financing from abroad, is a cause for concern – in part because it seems to limit the debate to one which priortizes the promotion of CSR over understanding its effects or encouraging CSOs to act as watchdogs of corporate commitments, and also in part because the question of the appropriateness of corporate social responsibility to the particular conditions of Latin America is rarely considered.

CONCLUSION

The system of CSR promotion and advocacy is well-established in Latin America and the Caribbean.  It is supported financially by external agents such as the OECD, IDB, OAS, private foundations, international NGOs, and the home offices of multinational enterprises; and it is run through a network of local civil society organizations, government offices, academic institutions and of course private companies.

While the system of promotion and advocacy is in place and building its institutional buttresses – it is not yet clear that this system translates into effects and that therefore, it is worthy of being financed with the scarce funds of multilateral development organizations.  Recent research has theorized that turning CSR intentions into real effects is a function of the “specificity” or detail of the codes, coupled with a working compliance system.  On the “specificity” side, Ans Kolk et al. advocate CSR codes with specific objectives, quantitative standards for evaluation, and clear time horizons for meeting goals.  Compliance is improved through monitoring systems, independence of the monitor, sanctions for non-compliance, and a demonstrated financial commitment to CSR objectives (Kolk et al., 1999).  It is particularly noteworthy that on the key issue of the independence of the monitor, the authors view monitoring by the firm or business and trade associations as the least rigorous method, while monitoring involving independent NGOs, and the legal authority of the state is the most rigorous.

The key weakness of CSR system in Latin America as it has been modelled in this paper, is therefore that it is not suited to either monitoring or promoting compliance.  The dominant civil society actors, with the strongest financial support from abroad are mostly B/INGOs, which according to Kolk et al., are not effective partners in ensuring that CSR promotion becomes CSR effects.  Furthermore, none of the “independent” NGOs identified in this paper actually perform watchdog tasks or monitor corporate compliance with their own CSR codes.  A further difficulty for compliance is the general and non-specific nature of most CSR commitments publicized by Latin America’s top firms.  The key problem for the advancement of socially responsible business in Latin America, is how to turn CSR commitments into CSR results.

_______________________

Paul Alexander Haslam (PhD) is Senior Analyst at the Fundación Canadiense para las Américas (FOCAL), a policy institute dedicated to investigating issues that affect Canadian-Latin American relations.  This article was drawn from a policy paper published by FOCAL in March 2004, “The Corporate Social Responsibility System in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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